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Abstract. This paper analyzes the dimensions and motives attributed by a sample of Spanish 
business undergraduates to firms’ socially responsible practices. Findings support the coexistence of 
alternative components in the students’ conceptualization of CSR, while the predominant vision is one 
in which enterprises are profit motivated and engage themselves in socially responsible practices 
because of egoistic and strategic motives which lead them to pay attention to their remote external 
environment. At the same time, business students seem to be aware of the altruistic value reported by 
CSR to the society, thus remarking the importance of business practices to satisfy social concerns and, 
particularly, the expectations of consumers as main stakeholders.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Over past decades, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has gained increasing 
importance within both public and private organizations, it being the subject of much 
investigation and debate among both researchers and practitioners (Ibrahim et al., 2006). 
Particularly, CSR has been defined as “a concept whereby companies integrate social and 
environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 
stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission, 2001:6). 
As a sign of such new organizational paradigm, enterprises are more and more 
convinced that improvement of social settings through their own activity has a great potential 
to contribute to the objectives pursued. Particularly, issues such as collaboration with social 
causes, guarantee of fair relationships with stakeholders, fair trade, environmental awareness, 
work insertion of marginal collectives, and health and safety at work are, among others, new 
expectations to be fulfilled by enterprises. Hence, CSR has became a new way to manage 
organizations, what calls for the study of the profiles of corporate managers in order to 
understand strategic processes and ethical conduct in organizations (Hambrick and Mason, 
1984; Chaganti and Sambrharyra, 1987). 
At the same time, recent research developments have been concerned with CSR in 
business university education. From this view, several attempts has been oriented to discuss 
whether CSR contents should be imparted throughout business curricula (Granz and Hayes, 
1988; Hathaway, 1990; Ibrahim et al., 2006) or to compare business students with practicing 
managers (Stevens, 1984; Smith et al., 1999; Ibrahim et al., 2006). Nevertheless, very few 
studies have analyzed business students’ CSR conceptions and discuss its implications for 
their future professional role as employees and managers. To fill this gap in the literature, this 
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paper analyzes dimensions and attributions of CSR in enterprises as perceived by 
undergraduates in a Spanish university. 
Regarding the analysis of students’ perceptions of ethical dimensions in business, we 
use as reference the Green Paper for promoting a European Framework for CSR (European 
Commission, 2001), which identified two dimensions, internal and external, in the definition 
of socially responsible practices. From this view, within the company, socially responsible 
practices primarily involve employees and relate to issues such as investing in human capital, 
health and safety, and managing change, while environmentally responsible practices relate 
mainly to the management of natural resources used in the production. On the other hand, 
CSR extends beyond the doors of the company into the local community and involves a wide 
range of stakeholders, including business partners and suppliers, customers, public authorities, 
and NGOs representing local communities, as well as the environment. 
This vision of CSR fits with the one endorsed by the norm ISO 26000, launched by the 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO) in October 2010 for giving guidance on 
social responsibility in organizations. This norm conceives CSR as the result of reciprocal 
relationships between organizations and society and stakeholders, it being understood that 
enterprises should base their decisions and activities on the satisfaction of society’s 
expectations and stakeholders’ interests. From this appreciation, seven dimensions are 
attributed to CSR: organizational governance, human rights, work practices, environment, fair 
game practices, consumer-related issues, and involvement with community and development. 
On the other hand, we assume that business students may well pay attention to both 
what firms do and why they do it. In this respect, firms have been found to engage in socially 
responsible behaviors not only to fulfill external obligations such as regulatory compliance 
and stakeholders demands, but also due to self-interest considerations such as increased 
competitiveness and improved stock market performance (Drumwright, 1994; Waddock and 
Smith, 2000; Klein and Dawar, 2004).  
Within this line of research, different models about motivators to engage in 
responsible practices have been proposed. In simple terms, Becker-Olsen et al. (2006) 
characterized firms’ drivers as profit-motivated or socially-motivated, and found that 
promotion of high-fit, socially-motivated initiatives improves consumers’ goodwill towards 
companies, while promotion of low-fit, profit-motivated initiatives has the opposite effect.  
In a more complex model, Ellen et al. (2006) differentiated four types of firms’ 
motives to contribute social causes. Briefly, egoistic-driven motives relate to exploiting the 
cause rather than helping it. Strategic-driven motives support attaining business goals (e.g., 
increase market share, create positive impressions) while benefitting the cause. Stakeholder-
driven motives relate to support of social causes solely because of pressure from stakeholders. 
Finally, values-driven motives relate to benevolence-motivated giving. Based on this 
taxonomy, Vlachos et al. (2009) examined whether, how and when suspiciousness influences 
consumers’ evaluation and reaction to CSR. The authors hypothesized that values-driven 
attributions would have a positive effect on consumer trust, patronage intentions and positive 
recommendations, whereas stakeholder-driven, strategic-driven and egoistic-driven would 
negatively affect those criteria. Findings revealed that the negative effects of CRS seem to be 
more profound that previously recognized, since increasingly suspicious consumers 
entertained multiple attributions of CSR motives, which were mainly negative and directly 
influenced both internal and behavioral consumer responses.  
Based on the previous revision, the study presented here is intended to analyze the 
dimensions and motives attributed by university students to firms’ socially responsible 
practices. 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
We conducted a survey study with a total sample of 232 business undergraduates 
randomly selected at the University of León, in Spain. Among the total, 121 were females 
(52.2%) and 111 males (47.8%), aged 18 to 31 years old, the mean age being 21.39 (SD = 
2.13). 
All respondents answered voluntarily to a questionnaire in the context of timetabled 
university classes. The survey comprised two sets of items for measuring CSR dimensions 
and attributions as perceived by students. 
First, participants were presented a list of ten CSR activities defining responsible 
relations between companies and several stakeholders (e.g., employees, consumers, business 
partners, competitors, the environment, etc.). Respondents were requested to report the 
relative centrality of each dimension when defining a socially responsible organization, 
according to a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). 
Next, a scale of 14 items was used to ask students about possible firms’ motivations to 
act in a socially responsible way, in reference to the four categories established by Ellen et al. 
(2006) and validated by Vlachos et al. (2009): egoistic-driven (e.g., ‘to take advantage of the 
cause’), strategic-driven (e.g., “to improve their reputation”), stakeholder-driven (e.g., “to 
respond partners and shareholders’ expectations”), and value-driven (e.g., “to give back 
something to the society”). Respondents reported their degree of accordance with each 
sentence on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Firstly, we ran two principal components factor analyses with Varimax rotation to test 
the construct validity of the study variables (Tab. 1). Previously, the sustainability of data was 
assessed through the inspection of the correlation matrix, which revealed the presence of 
many coefficients of .30 and above. Also, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values exceeded 
the recommended .60 (Kaiser, 1970, 1974), and the Barlett’s Test of Sphericity (Barlett, 
1954) reached statistical significance, supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. 
The analysis devoted to check the dimensionality of the ten items used to measure 
students’ perceptions of CSR dimensions revealed a structure of two factors with eigenvalues 
above 1, which explained, respectively, the 26.80% and 23.44% of the variance in the 
construct. The first component, called ‘responsible relationships with proximal stakeholders’, 
was composed of five items about CSR practices in transactions with employees, business 
partners and competitors. The second component, called ‘responsible relationships with distal 
stakeholders’ was composed of five items concerned to CSR practices oriented to contribute 
to social and environmental causes.  
The second factor analysis didn’t confirm the four-factor structure expected for CSR 
attributions. Opposite, results were better explained by two factors explaining the 19.04% and 
13.96% of the total variance. The first component, namely ‘value and stakeholder-driven’ 
represented seven items about CSR attributions based on both altruistic motives and desires to 
contribute to stakeholders’ interests. The second factor, called ‘egoistic and strategic-driven’ 
was composed of seven items concerned to exploiting the cause to attain business goals. Thus, 
the two factors identified supported the differentiation between profit-motivated and socially-
motivated firms proposed by Becker-Olsen et al. (2006).  
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Tab. 1 
Factor analysis results 
 
 
 
Moreover, all the scales retained were associated to Cronbach’s α values of reliability 
over the recommended .70. 
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients among the 
four factors identified. In descriptive terms, mean scores were similar for all scales (between 3 
and 4 on the five-point response scales), thus showing the coexistence of different 
components in the participants’ conceptualization of CSR dimensions and attributions. 
However, mean values were slightly higher in the scales about relationships with distal 
stakeholders (M = 3.76) and egoistic-strategic motives (M = 3.69), thus sowing the 
predominance of a vision of CSR in business as profit motivated and oriented towards the 
interests of the remote external environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 CSR dimensions CSR attributions 
 I II I II 
Relationships with proximal stakeholders 
Satisfaction of employees’ expectations .790    
Satisfaction of consumers’ expectations .773    
Profit maximization for partners and shareholders .641    
Ethical commitment to suppliers and distributors .634    
Fair play in relations with competitors  .580    
Relationships with distal stakeholders 
Involvement in community interests  .762   
Collaboration with administrations and NGOs  .699   
Contribution to regional development  .591   
Contribution to social causes  .589   
Respect for the environment  .404   
Values and stakeholders-driven 
To give back something to the society   .731  
Interest in social welfare   .720  
Employees’ expectations   .645  
Suppliers and distributors’ expectations   .634  
Consumers’ expectations   .595  
Partners and shareholders’ expectations   .547  
Satisfaction of social expectations   .461  
Egoistic and strategic-driven 
Legal obligation    .638 
Publicity    .595 
To improve their reputation    .559 
As a tax write-off    .553 
To increase profits    .473 
To take advantage of the cause    .441 
To keep/get more costumers    .413 
Percentage of variance explained 26.80% 23.44% 19.04% 13.96% 
Cronbach’s α reliability .746 .772 .756 .702 
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 Tab. 2 
Means, standard deviations and correlations among variables 
 
 1 2 3 4 
1. Proximal stakeholders     
2. Distal stakeholders .41*    
3. Value and stakeholder-driven .49* .42*   
4. Egoistic and strategic-driven .28* .17* .18*  
M 3.44 3.76 3.27 3.69 
SD 0.76 0.59 0.62 0.52 
Note. * p < .01. 
 
To clarify such pattern of results, Figures 1 and 2 break down the mean scores by 
items in each scale. Concerning the dimensions attributed by students to CSR in private 
enterprises, higher mean scores corresponded to relationships with distal stakeholders, 
particularly “respect for the environment” (M = 3.87), “contribution to social causes” (M = 
3.85), and “collaboration with administrations and NGOs” (M = 3.78). Regarding 
relationships with proximal stakeholders mean values were lower, the topics more considered 
to represent CSR corresponding this time to “satisfaction of consumer expectations” (M = 
3.65), “satisfaction of employees expectations” (M = 3.60), and “ethical commitment to 
suppliers and distributors” (M = 3.59). Opposite, “profit maximization for partners and 
stakeholders” (M = 2.92) was considered the less central dimension in the definition of CSR. 
In respect to the reasons attributed by students to socially responsible practices of 
enterprises, the highest mean scores corresponded to egoistic-strategic motivations, especially 
“to improve their reputation” (M = 4.13), “to keep/get more customers” (M = 3.93), and 
“publicity” (M = 3.91). Likewise, the values-stakeholders motives more mentioned were 
“satisfaction of social expectations” (M = 3.66) and “consumer expectations” (M = 3.56). 
Mean scores were lower for other altruistic motivations, such as “to give back something to 
the society” (M = 2.97) and “interest in social welfare” (M = 3.09). 
 
 
 
     
Satisfaction of employees’ expectations     
Satisfaction of consumers’ expectations     
Profit maximization for partners and shareholders      
Ethical commitment to suppliers and distributors     
Fair play in relations with competitors     
Contribution to regional development     
Involvement in community interests     
Collaboration with administrations and NGOs     
Contribution to social causes     
Respect for the environment     
Fig.1. Mean scores in CSR dimensions 
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To give back something to society     
Interest in social welfare     
Employees’ expectations     
Suppliers and distributors’ expectations     
Consumers’ expectations     
Partners and shareholders’ expectations     
Satisfaction of social expectations     
Legal obligation     
Publicity     
To improve their reputation     
As a tax write-off     
To increase profits     
To take advantage of the cause     
To keep/get more customers     
Fig.2. Mean scores in CSR attributions 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
In the context of the increasing importance acquired by CSR in enterprises over the 
last few decades, this paper has been aimed at analyzing the dimensions and motives 
attributed by business university students to firms’ socially responsible practices, in an 
attempt to discuss its implications for their future role as employees and managers. 
In short, our findings support the coexistence of alternative components in the 
students’ conceptualization of CSR dimensions and attributions, while the predominant vision 
is one in which enterprises are profit motivated and engage themselves in socially responsible 
practices because of egoistic and strategic motives which lead them to pay attention to their 
remote external environment. In fact, the more salient CSR practices for students 
corresponded to the respect for the environment and the contribution to social causes, these 
being some evident examples of visible actions oriented to establish interactions with distal 
stakeholders. 
At the same time, business students seem to be aware of the altruistic value reported 
by CSR to the society, thus remarking the importance of business practices to satisfy social 
concerns and, particularly, the expectations of consumers as main stakeholders. In this 
respect, it is also worth mentioning that responsible relationships with consumers and 
employees were reported as two important internal dimensions in the definition of CSR. 
To sum up, this pattern of results reveals the influence of higher education on the 
prevalent concept of CSR hold by business students, thus pointing the need of incorporating 
further training on the matter in order to provide future managers and employees with a more 
complete vision of dimensions and motivations of enterprises’ social responsibilities 
according to their future work demands in business settings. 
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